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Book Reviews 123important characteristic of this transition has been the
reorientation to a meritocratic perspective with a shift in
focus from process to results in the evaluation of perfor-
mance.4 The book succeeds in presenting an illustrative
exposition of these salient features of reforms from a multi-
country perspective by providing detailed examples along
the institutional, organisational and legal/ethical frame-
works of analysis. For instance, elaborating the institu-
tional mechanisms for service delivery (section two,
chapter four), examples of six different countries are used
to argue in favour of the executive agency model as
a superior means of balancing autonomy with account-
ability in the Indian context. Further, two contrasting cases
of the Delhi Metro Rail Corporation and the Central Board of
Direct Taxes are used to exemplify the author’s contention
in the Indian context that executive autonomy and service
delivery performance are inextricably linked. The book
follows a similar pattern in each of the other sections by
first creating a sense of what is ‘world-class’ through
extensive references to best practices globally and then
contextually placing the key learning in the Indian scenario.
Despite this similarity of method of discourse throughout
the book, the last section of the book dealing with the legal
and ethical framework of civil services deserves special
mention. (This is more so given the fact that India lacks any
form of a comprehensive law governing the civil services.)
The author makes sound arguments for the formulation of
a legislative framework noting that in the case of reforms in
Australia and New Zealand legislative commitment had
become a critical success factor. Finally, the concluding
chapter on ethical frameworks makes the case for a clearer
articulation of a larger moral and ethical basis for the
functioning of the bureaucracy in the form of identification
of values and a code of conduct that can be legally
enforced.
Concluding remarks
The book does a commendable job of providing a holistic
perspective on the process of civil services reforms in India.
By providing relevant cases from international experiences
of similar reform initiatives, a clearer target of what is
‘world class’ and what needs to be done to get there, are
expressed. For a practitioner or for that matter any lay
reader interested to know more about the intricacies of
civil services reforms, the book is a good reference that is
well structured in presentation and logically coherent in its
prescriptions. However, a skeptical reader or may be
a student of public policy might point out some areas that
have been inadequately discussed. For instance standards
of ‘world-class’ have been benchmarked to best practices
in certain OECD countries. The structural similarity of the
bureaucracies of some of the benchmark countries with
that of India however does not alone justify a prescription
for following them. The vastness, diversity and cultural
heterogeneity of India make for important criteria for
consideration while dwelling on the question of the most4 An alternative and critical view on result orientation as
a performance measure in public management is discussed in Van
Thiel and Leeuw (2002).appropriate form of civil services structure, and this barely
finds any mention in the book. For instance, a large district
in India is likely to be more populated than the entire
population of New Zealand. The district is one of the basic
administrative units in India and is typically the responsi-
bility of a single district magistrate. Such large contrasts of
context raise serious concerns on the use of a comparative
method for driving the reforms process in India with inad-
equate emphasis on the idiosyncratic and unique Indian
context. In addition to the comparative method the author
has also evoked scholarly work done in the field of public
policy, specifically under the aegis of ‘the new public
management’ paradigm. These theoretical arguments
provide a more substantial basis for many of the arguments
advanced in the book. Nevertheless, many theoretical
frameworks used in the book, for instance agency-theory
from the organisation management literature, are already
under critical scrutiny by scholars in the field for their
applicability in the context of public management.5 The
reader could have been better enlightened by a brief and
critical discussion on the limitations of the many prescrip-
tions made in the book.
On the whole, however, the book is a well researched
piece of work and an invaluable reference for any serious
student or practitioner concerned with civil services
reforms in India.References
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The political economy of a country has a major role to
play in the development of its policy process and reforms
agenda. Apart from the institutional environment, the5 The initiated reader may find the scholarly view of civil
services reforms in the works of Aucoin (1990), Hood (1991) and Van
Thiel and Leeuw (2002) particularly insightful and critical of some
commonly ‘accepted’ notions and prescriptive advice for reforms.
124 Book Reviewsinterplay of state and non-state actors and interest
groups in a democratic and federal polity like India
defines the way and extent to which the policies and
reforms agenda gets effectively implemented. The policy
process and politics have received less attention in
training, teaching and research (Ayyar, 2009) than their
due. However this latest edited collection of case studies
on India by Vikram K. Chand explores this interplay, with
the goal of ‘understanding exactly how the change (in
policy and reform in public delivery) takes place’ (p1).1
The book is organised into eight chapters covering
different case studies. The choice of cases in the book
represents a wide variety but the linking thread is that
success is (seen to be) achieved in each case. The book
covers the reforms process in three states: Bihar, Gujarat
and West Bengal, chosen due to the disparity in their
growth trajectory. The sectors covered include telecom-
munication, ports and power; urban reforms are the focus
of the case study on Bangalore, Ahmedabad and Patna.
The important lesson that the book draws is that working
on the margins is pragmatic as it leads to the desired shift
gradually, without affecting the social fabric.
The juxtaposition of the case study of the reform process
in the hitherto ‘unmanageable’ state of Bihar with the case
study of the reform process in Gujarat gives a measure of the
importance of strong leadership and political support in the
reform process. The studies also clearly highlight the signifi-
cance of homegrown options which helped the reforms in the
telecommunication and power sector. While the success of
reforms is observed basedon thepositive changes achieved in
economic outcomes, descriptive indicators and perception
surveys, none of the studies explores a causal framework. So
the stated goal of the book, of understanding the reform
process in public service delivery in India, is sought to be
achieved inabroader contextual framework that includes the
service delivery framework enunciated in the World Bank’s
World Development Report (WDR) 2004, the historical and
ethnographic accounts of civil servants, improvements in the
regulatory framework, changes in institutional setups, out-
comes in terms of the United Nations Centre for Human
Settlements (UNHS) 2000 mega-goals, and schemes such as
the Jawaharlal Nehru Urban Renewal Mission (JNURM).
The case study on Bihar makes a good case for the
sequencing of reforms in terms of first reasserting the rule
of law, combating corruption, promoting transparency and
then undertaking administrative reforms. Improved public
security and improved confidence of public servants
through increased tenure paved the way for the subsequent
actions of addressing capacity, accountability and moni-
toring. The study of the urban reforms in the three cities
also echoes the same sentiment that ‘the city’ should first
be encouraged to strengthen its financial base before it is
asked to tackle areas where it lacks capacity.
The case study of West Bengal, based on the WDR 2004
framework, gives a good snapshot of the political economy
of reforms in the various sectors. To identify the drivers of1 Chand has edited an earlier publication on the subject: Rein-
venting Public Service Delivery in India: Selected Case Studies:
Edited by Vikram K. Chand, World Bank and Sage Publications,
New Delhi, 2006, 404pp., Price: Rs 750; reviewed in IMR Vol. 20, No.
1, March 2008.reform it features a model of ownership, inclusion, inside-
out and incrementalism as a success recipe for its public
sector enterprise and power sector reforms. In contrast,
the reforms in the Gujarat Electricity Board are seen as the
‘unintended outcome of several factors rather than
designed or conceived as such’ (p156). Gujarat’s historical
advantages of a strong industrial base, private sector
interest and state capacity are seen as its strength, and the
state built on it by granting autonomy to its civil servants to
experiment and find solutions. This leads to the advocacy of
the executive agency model which though successful in
terms of international experience does not resonate with
Indian bureaucrats. The chapter on the executive agency
model does not give an insight into the political manoeu-
vering of the reform process sighted in international
experience except in Japan, where it became an election
issue. However it sets a road map for India in terms of
agenda setting and the policy process which has already
been partly achieved with the recommendations of the
Second Administrative Reforms Commission; however, the
pending Civil Services Bill 2009 does not recommend the
executive agency model.
The Right to Information Act 2005 (RTI) has been hailed as
one of the most successful reforms in ensuring transparency
and Bihar’s call centre model could be considered an
instance of real empowerment of its illiterate masses. Yet,
given the long duration of agenda setting, the role of policy
actors like the Supreme Court and voluntary organisations
seems to have receded to the background after the event.
The book helps in identifying the importance of these actors.
The ‘action ideas’ gleaned from international experience
serve as a useful guide for further strengthening this reform.
The problems of institutional complexities, decentral-
isation and coordination affect the reforms of urban local
bodies.TheJNURM introduced in2005wasamajor attempt to
improve urban infrastructure and urban governance. Yet the
goals of the delivery of public services such as water supply,
sanitation, management of sewerage, solid waste manage-
ment, road network, urban transport and the integrated
development of slums are far from sight inmajor cities.While
the study of Bangalore, Ahmedabad and Patna shows what
workedwhere, the importanceof a sounddata base system in
making the right choices cannot be overstated.
The search for solutions to public service problems
emphasises effectiveness (allocative efficiency) and the
need for equity. Thus public service delivery needs to be
understood in its context, along with the goals of allocative
efficiency, technical efficiency and the accountability
mechanism (Ayyar, 2009). The substantive policy tools can
be seen as i) private instruments viz markets, society and
family, and ii) public instruments viz information, economic
incentives/disincentives, regulation, executive agency, and
direct provision (Howlett & Ramesh, 2003). In the attempt
to understand the context, complexity and contingency of
public service delivery a clear picture of the exact role of
each of these instruments cannot be specified and the
author rightly states that ‘there is no single magic bullet to
achieve reforms’ (p 30). However each of the case studies is
a rich documentation of the process in terms of the
frameworks highlighted above and would be of immense
use to practitioners, policy makers, planners and propo-
nents of reforms.
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